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There are only 11 more days to Christmas! And the questions are stirring: Are you ready? Have you caught the Christmas spirit yet? Can you get everything done in the next 10 days? Have you got gifts for every person on your list? 
 
And why do we give Christmas gifts anyway? The tradition probably got started by the Three Wise Men who brought gifts to the baby Jesus. So Santa brings gifts to all the children, and we bring gifts to each other. This is the season for gift-giving.
 
We may give Christmas gifts out of habit. It’s the expected thing to do. But at times the ritual of giving starts working on our insides and we begin to feel excited about giving. We get into the spirit of giving.
 
But gift giving can also be stressful. Some years ago there was a little book called How to Make Yourself Miserable. Some of us know how to do that! We have a way of collecting bad feelings—even around giving gifts. We can do it by fretting and worrying about the gifts we give. Listen to our internal dialogues” “I’ll bet they already have what I got for them….The gift they are getting for me will be much more expensive, and mine will look cheap next to theirs…or, What if they don’t get me anything at all….They’ll get me something I already have, or something I hate. And when I go to the store to return it, I’ll run into them at the exchange counter.”
 
We can collect all kinds of feelings around gift-giving---worry, stress, or delight. Maybe you’ll go to a White Elephant Christmas party and give crazy gifts, like a stuffed skunk or a wild necktie or something practical like a roll of duct tape and a can of WD-40. 
 
Gift giving can take many forms. You may even give someone some of your time---a coupon for free babysitting or a coupon for a home-cooked meal. Or you may follow the alternative Christmas way and give contributions to worthy organizations, and send a card saying that a gift has been given in your honor to support the good work of this non-profit group.
 
Gift giving is central to the Advent-Christmas season. Ideally, when we give a gift, we hope that the gift has two characteristics: The gift should reveal something of the personality of the giver. That is, it reflects something of the person who gives it. And second, the gift should address the needs of the recipient. We can all measure our gifts by these two standards.
 
As we ponder our gift-giving, I’ve wondered how we may measure God’s gift to us in this season. God has given us an astounding gift in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. Does this gift reflect the personality of the Giver? Of course, the gift meets our needs on many levels. The amazing gift of Christmas is that in Jesus we see the human face of God. Previously we may have thought of God as remote, off in the distance. But in Jesus, God has taken human form. In Jesus we have the clearest picture of the mystery we call God. As Paul says in the Letter to the Philippians, “The Lord is near.” In Jesus God has come near.
 
We need the nearness of God. The question is whether we can receive the gift, whether we will open our hearts to allow God’s gift to sink into our being and change us. If we can accept the gift, we accept the love of God. We accept the fact that we are accepted. We accept Jesus’ forgiveness, compassion, love. So the first action of the spiritual life is RECEIVING. Can we receive--take in--the amazing grace of God which we know in Jesus?
 
If we can receive the grace, we can then rejoice. Paul said it clearly: “Rejoice in the Lord always.” This does not mean “putting on a happy face.” This is a deeper joy.
 
We may wonder if the people of Paul’s day had much reason to rejoice. They were a small group, often persecuted, living in hardship. But Paul says, “The Lord is near.” That means, he says, “You can stop worrying. You can be gentle with other. You don’t need to keep quarreling and focusing on your differences. 
Look at the gift you have in common! In God’s gift of Jesus, you will know the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding.” Receive the gift! Let it sink in!
 
That’s why Paul says, “Rejoice.” You have plenty of reason to rejoice because of these lavish gifts of God. When we were kids, some of us used to sing, “I’ve got the love of Jesus down in my heart, down in my heart to stay.” That’s reason aplenty to rejoice.
 
In our Gospel lesson today burly John the Baptist comes out of the wilderness, shouting the good news that the Messiah, Jesus, is on the way. John was rough, even calling the people “snakes.” But the people were spellbound by John. They needed to hear good news. Their country was occupied by a foreign army. They were over-taxed by the Herod’s tax collectors. They were treated unfairly, unjustly. Their need was large. They were full of longing; and John says, “He’s on the way. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and give you a new life.” 
 
Did you notice the first question the people asked John? “What should we do?” God’s great gift is on the way, so what should we do to get ready? The crowds ask that question, tax collectors ask the question, and soldiers ask the question. What should we do?
 
John then gives some practical ways they can get ready. He gives a list of gifts they can give. 
What should you do? “If you have two coats, then share with someone who has no coat. If you have food, share it with those who have none.” In other words, if you have received the good news, the gospel gift, you will help create a community where everybody is cared for. Greed has no place in the new community that Jesus is bringing. Greed is the opposite of love. 
 
So, John the Baptist is telling us that if we have received the Messiah, Jesus, then we will live as people of love and compassion. We will be givers. We will not extract high taxes from the poor. We will not manipulate or bribe people. We will share what we have. 
 
John is not interested in spiritualizing faith. We can sometimes speak of faith as involving just “me and my God.” A private kind of religion, that has to do with my personal life, personal salvation only. But John is preaching a social gospel, a gospel of salvation that includes the social and economic well-being of God’s children.. He is issuing a call to create a new society—a Jesus’ Community, where all people are treated fairly
 
He tells that Jesus is on the way. What should we do? Be givers. 
Put on your giving list specific ways to support the poor---the least, the lost, the left out. 
 
One of my favorite Christmas poems comes from the pen of Howard Thurman, African American mystic and teacher. It’s a poem that has been called “The Work of Christmas.”
 
When the song of the angels is stilled
When the star in the sky is gone
When the kings and princes are home
When the shepherds are back with their flocks
The word of Christmas begins:
 
to find the lost
to heal the broken
to feed the hungry
to rebuild the nations
to bring peace among the people
to make music in the heart.
 
 
We make a mistake if we distance Jesus and worship him as some far-off savior, or if we retreat into a “me and my God” privatized religion. Jesus calls us to deepen our union with God. He calls us to follow him. At Advent and Christmas we listen more deeply to hear Jesus tell us how to live, how to be partners with him, how to reach out to each other with compassion, justice and hope.
 
If we receive the gift and live as he taught, we will be givers--- -- joyful givers!
 
So may it be. Amen.
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